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As we saw last time, Descartes considers ‘clearness’ and ‘distinctness’ to provide criteria for determ-

ining truth which are jointly sufficient to warrant certainty. That is, if a ‘perception’ meets both of

these criteria, then I have no reason to doubt it. Indeed, the nature of the human mind is such that

I cannot doubt such perceptions.

‘Perception’ does not mean ‘sensory perception’. ‘Perceptions’ may be intellectual. A clear and

distinct perception is one which is revealed to us by the ‘natural light’ — that is, by reason. Indeed,

even the nature of external objects, Descartes argues, are perceived by the intellect rather than the

senses (AT VII 30–34). Perception is fundamentally a matter of understanding rather than sensing.

But what exactly does Descartes mean by ‘clear’ and ‘distinct’? It is important to understand

that these are technical terms for Descartes, and ones which commentators complained he failed to

adequately explain in the Meditations.

In the Principles of Philosophy, however, Descartes is more explicit:

45. What is meant by a clear perception, and by a distinct perception?

Indeed, there are very many people who in their entire lives never perceive anything with
sufficient accuracy to enable them to make a judgement about it with certainty. A perception
which can serve as the basis for a certain and indubitable judgement needs to be not merely
clear but also distinct. I call a perception ‘clear’ when it is present and accessible to the
attentive mind — just as we say that we see something clearly when it is present to the eye’s
gaze and stimulates it with a sufficient degree of strength and accessibility. I call a perception
‘distinct’ if, as well as being clear, it is so sharply separated from all other perceptions that it
contains within itself only what is clear.

46. The example of pain shows that a perception can be clear without being distinct, but cannot be
distinct without being clear.

For example, when someone feels an intense pain, the perception he has of it is indeed very
clear, but is not always distinct. For people commonly confuse this perception with an obscure
judgement they make concerning the nature of something which they think exists in the painful
spot and which they suppose to resemble the sensation of pain; but in fact it is the sensation
alone which they perceive clearly. Hence a perception can be clear without being distinct, but
not distinct without being clear.

47. In order to correct the preconceived opinions of our early childhood we must consider the simple
notions and what elements in each of them are clear.

In our childhood the mind was so immersed in the body that although there was much that it
perceived clearly, it never perceived anything distinctly. But in spite of this the mind made
judgements about many things, and this is the origin of the many preconceived opinions which
most of us never subsequently abandon.. . .

(Descartes 1988b, AT VIIIA 21–22)

1. In your own words, explain what Descartes means by (i) ‘clear’ and (ii) ‘distinct’.
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2. Give an example of a perception you have had which was clear but not distinct.

3. Give an example of a perception you have had which was both clear and distinct.

4. Why can’t a perception be distinct but not clear?

5. Is it ever possible to be certain that I am perceiving something clearly and distinctly?

If so, are there no innocent epistemic mistakes among those who have successfully followed in

Descartes’s footsteps by following the Meditations for themselves?

If not, does that present a problem for Descartes?
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